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Abstract: The aim of this essay was to outline an “activist” reading of the work of Talcott 
Parsons, who was among the most prominent contributors to sociological theory, 
and to reconsider the social role that his intellectual efforts played over the course 
of his career. While traditional critical commentaries have tended to frame Parsons 
as a largely descriptive theorist, his sociology can more appropriately be viewed as 
a conscious attempt to mold society in specific ways. Building on earlier important 
contributions by William Buxton and Uta Gerhardt, who highlighted the interplay 
between Parsons’ work and the making of the capitalist or democratic nation-state, I 
will focus on the affinity of his sociological approach with plutocratic governance in 
the modern economic order. Particularly noteworthy are the ways in which Parsons 
appeared to use the concept of “the social” to advance his agenda. There is some 
circumstantial evidence that Parsonian sociology was a consciously managed project. I 
will conclude by reaffirming one of sociology’s key purposes.　
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1. The Question of Parsons’ Activism
　　The aim of this essay was to outline an “activist” reading of the work of Talcott Parsons, one 
of the most prominent contributors to sociological theory, and to reconsider the social role that 
Parsonian sociology and his activism played over the course of his career.
　　Traditional commentaries on Parsons have tended to center on the question of whether his 
theory was too abstract and largely irrelevant to the practical mechanisms of contemporary so-
cial reality. Since the 1980s, however, Parsons’ activist aspects have been the focus of scholarly 
attention. This newer interpretation has framed Parsons not as an abstract theorist detached 
from the social world, but as an active thinker whose purpose was to somehow influence society 
with his intellectual efforts. This makes him a particularly interesting case study for the purpose 
of re-examining the social role that sociology has played, since Parsons has been regarded as 
among those theorists who took sociological theoretical practice to its most abstract extremes. 
In framing his text as a purposeful attempt to exert an influence on society, we may reconsider 
how sociology has not only understood but also actively engaged with the making of the mod-




　　An important early contribution to the activist reading of Parsons’ work was William Bux-
ton’s Talcott Parsons and the Capitalist Nation-State (Buxton 1985). Building on the insight of 
Alvin Gouldner (Gouldner 1970), he interpreted the entire Parsonian project as “activism”, in 
the sense that Parsons can be viewed as “an engaged thinker who sought to help change, shape, 
and transform social and political life” (Buxton 1985: 4), of which descriptive and analytical 
features formed a constituent part. This formulation aligns with Parsons’ own understanding of 
the purpose and meaning of intellectual activity in advanced capitalist countries: for Parsons, it 
was part of the collective effort to develop “the cultural tradition”, composed of “science, com-
mon-sense knowledge, religious and philosophical ideas, value patterns, art and other expres-
sional forms which have an important degree of general acceptance and continuity in a social 
system” (Parsons [1942]1964: 146). 
　　Regarding the purpose and aims of Parsons’ activism, two major arguments have been 
made. One is by Buxton himself, who argued that Parsons’ activism sought to translate his com-
mitment to liberal Calvinist principles into a general orientation toward social-scientific practice, 
which, in turn, helped to constitute social reality accordingly, particularly the various institu-
tional aspects of the capitalist nation-state, to bring about a stable social order. The second was 
offered by Uta Gerhardt: she argued in her Talcott Parsons: an Intellectual Biography (Gerhardt 
2002) that Parsons’ main concern was the defense of democracy against the imminent threat 
of the time. His prime example of a democratic society was that of the United States, while the 
examples of threat were National Socialism in Nazi Germany at the time of World War II and So-
viet communism during the Cold War period. 
　　I concur with these authors that Parsons’ important activist aspects remain only partially 
understood. Their arguments have highlighted some noteworthy dimensions to his work and I 
will draw on them substantially in this essay. I wish to argue, however, that there was another 
aspect to Parsons’ work, often couched in (secular) religious or democratic terms, that they have 
failed to emphasize fully. This becomes especially clear against the backdrop of what we now 
know about the nature of modern religion and warfare. I prefer to call Parsons’ activism a proj-
ect (henceforth “Project Parsons”), as I suggest that his activism bore a meaning that was appli-
cable within the wide framework of the modern world order. 
　　I will first revisit some of Parsons’ texts to suggest that an underlying objective of Project 
Parsons was to facilitate and solidify plutocratic governance in the modern economy. Then, I 
will discuss ways in which the concept of “the social” was strategically constructed and used by 
Parsons in these writings to shape our worldview, and will touch upon the issue of controlled 
opposition that lends more support to the view that Parsonian sociology was indeed a conscious 
project. I will conclude by reaffirming the sociological mission to give back to the concept of the 
social the meaning it truly deserves. 
東京女子大学社会学年報　第 7号／ 2019
59
2. A Neglected Aspect of Project Parsons
2.1 The Structure of Social Action and Early Writings
　　The purpose of Parsons’ first major work, The Structure of Social Action  (SSA; Parsons 
1937), is stated clearly in its Preface, from which we learn that his interest lay not so much 
in the creation of an abstract theory of action, but in an enhanced understanding of certain 
empirical problems in the modern economic order. Accelerated industrialization and economic 
instability had caused many problems, such as confusion, disorientation, and anomie. These 
were the problems that accompanied modern ‘capitalism’, ‘free enterprise’, and ‘economic 
individualism’ (Parsons 1937: xxii). Parsons shared his interest in contemporary social problems 
with the four theorists—Marshal, Pareto, Durkheim, and Weber—on whom he chose to focus in 
his work. 
　　Abruptly, however, Parsons directed the reader’s attention away from the problems of 
economy. In an earlier version of the Preface, he stated, 
The four men treated in this study ... were all vitally concerned with the modern socio-
economic order. Many of [the unsatisfactory versions of economic theory] were not, as the 
institutionalist and Sombart maintained, due to the theoretical scheme being simply wrong, 
but to certain non-economic assumptions involved in reaching [their] conclusions. (“Preface”, 
Parsons papers HUG(FP), cited in Gerhardt 2002: 32) 
Among the non-economic aspects of economic life that he had come to understand were “the 
various possible meanings of ir- and nonrationality”, “the interpretation of religious ideas and 
ritual in relation to action”, and “the role of religious ideas and ethics in the modern economic 
order” (“Preface”, Parsons papers HUG(FP), cited in Gerhardt 2002: 33). For Parsons, the true 
problem was not with economy per se, but with certain non-economic, “social” aspects that were 
implicated in economic life. 
　　He set out to find out a way of overcoming the challenges of modern economic activity 
and of bringing about a stable capitalist order by conceiving of society as a system governed 
by ultimate values. According to Parsons, sociology could be useful in identifying the true 
sources of problems, such as force and fraud, rituals, and charisma, to create an institutional 
arrangement that would keep individual economic activities in check within an integrated 
societal framework. 
2.2 Wartime Writings
2.2.1 Arguing for Intervention
　　In the years leading up to WWII and beyond, Parsons wrote extensively and campaigned 
vigorously against German National Socialism. In April 1940, he participated in a rally on 
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campus at Harvard promoting intervention on Britain’s behalf. He asserted that the citizens of 
the United States had been offered two alternative ways of interpreting the contemporary crisis:
One is our society is experiencing a deep-seated change which is the inevitable product of 
the operation of historical laws, and of its own history. War and revolution, violence and 
the challenge to our moral standards, are only symptoms, surface phenomena. The basic 
process will, whatever we do, take their inevitable course .... The other view is that we may 
be at one of the great turning points in the history of civilization. (Parsons papers, HUG(FP), 
cited in Gerhardt 2002: 74)
　　Either way, the American people were invited to accept the contemporary situation as 
indicating the inevitability of another war or, at least, to go with the flow.
　　Parsons expressed his views on German National Socialism in various writings. He joined 
the American Defense Harvard Group and served as vice-chairman of the Group’s Committee on 
Morale and National Unity, which he later chaired under its new title of Committee on National 
Morale. He began drafting a resolution for the Group, opening with the statement that, “German 
National Socialism is not only in principle incompatible with modern liberal society – it has now 
become an immediate threat to its very existence” (Parsons papers, HUG(FP), cited in Gerhardt 
2002: 81). 
　　In a memorandum written for the Council for Democracy in 1940, he argued, 
However deep the cleavage which has developed between modern liberal society and such a 
revolutionary movement as National Socialism, such a movement does not come out of the 
blue, without ... continuity with that of the society out of which it has grown. It has, rather, 
developed by a process of gradual shift in certain culture elements which were already 
present in the society in which it grew up, and intensification of the antagonisms already 
present there. Since virtually all the major culture elements and antagonisms in Germany 
in the twenties and early thirties are, though in different combinations and proportions, 
present in our own society now, it is important to understand these. Indeed, it is only by 
virtue of these elements or others closely related to them, that such a movement can have 
an important appeal in our own society. (Parsons [1940]1993: 113-4)
Here, he sought to persuade the American people that fascist movements could be born at any 
time in their own country, capitalizing on various internal antagonisms, if they failed to unite 
and prepare to fight. 
　　In another (unpublished) memorandum, Parsons stated that, 
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[T]he term democracy was not adequate as a slogan to state the issue raised by the National 
Socialist movement.... [E]ven in the sphere of authority it presents a challenge not merely 
to democratic authority, but to the broader type of rational-legal authority. This is far more 
fundamental to our society than is democracy. Also, the challenge is not confined to the 
state, but would permeate the whole structure of authority in the society, particularly in the 
“private” occupational sphere. (Parsons [1941]1993: 201-2)
Such remarks hardly seem attributable to a warrior for democracy.
2.2.2 Policy recommendations for occupied Germany
　　Early in 1945, a memorandum that Parson had written for the report of the Conference 
on Germany after the War, convened by Columbia University psychiatrist Richard Brickner, 
was published. Parsons recommended that “fostering a highly productive, full employment, 
expanding economy for Germany” seemed the optimal policy. He states, 
The inherent tendencies of the modern industrial economy are such that if it achieved its 
influence on institutional change it will be automatically in the right direction. Conversely, 
tendencies to particularism, the breakdown of functional specialization [and] overemphasis 
on group solidarity are overwhelmingly defensive reactions to the insecurity attendant on 
a contracting field of opportunity. It is not modern industrialism as such, but its pathology 
and the incompleteness of its development which fosters those phenomena. (Parsons 
[1945]1993: 314)　
In this memorandum, Parsons argues that, while the predominant factor in the rise of National 
Socialism is the national character of the German people, to attempt to control it directly with 
measures such as intervention in the family sphere, educational reform, or direct control of 
the government, would not only be difficult but also dangerous, since such measures would be 
perceived by the German people as a direct attack on their cultural identity and integrity, with 
the result that serious defensive boomerang effects would ensue. An attempt to control the 
government directly would be a particularly misguided move, he argued, as the government 
carries an important symbolic meaning for national identity. 
　　As an alternative, Parsons proposed to focus on the economic-occupational sphere and 
to ensure economic growth and, thus, stability in occupational life. By doing so, he asserted, 
democratically desirable social values would be dispersed naturally. The economic-occupational 
sphere harbors democratic values, including functional specificity and individual achievement 
orientation. Therefore, if the German people could rest assured that they could concentrate 
on their individual activities within the economic sphere for their own benefit, their character 




　　Parsons’ easy dismissal of the possibility of increased social intervention in this 
memorandum, such as educational or governmental reforms, is noteworthy; He effectively 
bestowed the status of the  democratic institution on the economic production system. 
Simultaneously, however, he stressed that economic measures should be implemented 
cautiously, since they are likely to be viewed as embodiments of Anglo-Saxon materialism, 
which, he argues, tends to be degraded in the German cultural character structure.
 
2.3 Social Systems and Power: The Sociology of Post-War Parsons
　　After the end of WWII, Parsons afforded a prominent place to issues of politics and 
power in his theoretical framework. In The Social System (SS), his emphasis lay more on the 
importance of “the social” in understanding politics, largely to solidify the position of sociology 
within the academic disciplinary constellation.
The primary ‘substratum’ of politics was more ‘social’ than economic. In this often relatively 
vague reference of the term social lay the opportunity for a discipline which was not 
altogether new, but which was necessary at least to supplement economic preoccupations, 
though by no means necessarily to supplant them. (Parsons 1951: xiv-xv)
An example of this “supplementation of economic preoccupations” may be seen in his response 
to Charles Wright Mills’ criticism (Mills 1956) of the “power elite” in American society.
[W]e can regard the emergence of the large farm with operations on a nation-wide basis 
a “normal” outcome of growth and differentiation of economy.... [T]he rise to prominence 
within the firm of specialized executive functions is also a normal outcome of a process of 
growth in size and in structural differentiation.” (Parsons [1957]1969: 191)
　　Yet Parsons increasingly formulated his theory in economic terms, or extensively employed 
economic metaphors. For Parsons, power is not a zero-sum game but, rather, an empowering 
relationship between the government and its citizens. He explains the social relations at 
play within the sub-systems of the societal system largely through the analogy of a banking 
relationship, i.e., the relationship between a money-lender and a debtor/depositor. 
 
The existence and prominence in advanced political systems of a political analogy of the 
bank, which we may call, in appropriate quotation marks, the ‘power bank’.”
(Parsons 1964b: 59)
That there is a distributive aspect of power is almost obvious and is clearly implied by our 
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comparison with money. We wish, however, to extend the parallel to the point where we 
postulate a set of mechanisms of expansion and contraction of the total as a function of 
forces operating on the level of the system as a whole, which is parallel to the phenomenon 
of credit in the case of money. (Parsons 1964b: 61) 
Capitalist governments “loaned” empowerment to their citizens as economic subjects and 
received “deposits” from them in the form of the votes that elected them to office.
　The banking analogy ultimately applies to both national and international politics. Parsons 
explained,
[N]ational governments are in this sense power-bankers, both internally and externally.... 
Internally, government “promotes” the development of power-units which eventually are 
become expected to become independent.... Externally, commitment through treaties and 
assumption of membership in international organizations are the type case.... The case of 
the international organization comes closer to the ideal type. To take the UN as an example 
... there is a considerable range within which action can be taken which does not require 
the detailed specific commitment of each participating government but where, on the other 
hand, majorities ... can commit the organization to risks.... The most striking examples of UN 
power-lending are, of course, cases like the Gulf of Aquiba or the Congo, where the initiative 
of the Secretary-General has been decisive. (“The Power Bank: Notes on the Problem of 
World Order” 1963, Parsons papers, HUG(PF), cited in Gerhardt 2002: 200) 
The extent to which Parsonian theory of the social system came to be imbued with this 
economic analogy is striking. In effect, he sought to propagate the view that the prototype of 
social relations was more economic than social.
　　How should we interpret these writings, which seem to be continuing the effort to 
propagate and normalize this worldview within the context of his stated interest in social 
integration and democratic governance? These texts strongly suggest that scholarship 
examining Parsons’ activist aspect has overlooked the significant interest that he sought to 
advance. While, according to his systems theory, the economy was simply one of the sub-
systems that constitute the societal system, I propose that the underlying objectives of Project 
Parsons were to defend and normalize capitalist economic activities and to facilitate plutocratic 
rule in modern capitalist economies. 
3. The Strategic Uses of the Concept of “the Social”
　　One aspect of particular concern for sociologists is Parsons’ strategic use of the concept of 
“the social” to further his agenda. At least three notable strategies may be identified.
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　　First, Parsons used the concept of the social to defuse criticisms against the modern 
economic order. By analyzing its various problems that were widely recognized at the time, he 
shifted the blame onto “the social”, effectively deflecting criticism of economic relations per se 
and, thus, protecting it. 
　　This strategy is at its most evident in SSA. Just like the four writers Parsons discussed 
in this work, he approached the modern economic order as a given, inevitable reality that 
must be accepted. Having first acknowledged that several serious problems accompanied this 
economic order, Parsons then diagnosed the cause of these problems as not due to the modern 
economic order per se but, rather, as due to the non-economic, social elements with which it 
is imbued, since the economic order was itself part of the larger social world and affected by 
it. The workings of modern capitalist economy were rational, according to Parsons, but “the 
social” had not been updated to regulate adequately the modern economic reality. Just like 
his four predecessors, Parsons devoted a considerable amount of his work to demarcating the 
realm of the social within the modern worldview as non-economic and non-modern, setting up a 
convenient target onto which any blame might be shifted. His focus on the political governance 
by the capitalist state in his later writings also helped to divert attention away from those 
governing in reality. 
　　Second, Parsons used the concept to disguise his policy recommendations. It is clear 
that the policies Parsons supported and proposed aligned with a plutocratic agenda, yet his 
arguments in support of these policies were couched not in economic but in social terms, which 
would have led his readers to believe that his concern was primarily social and that he acted out 
of societal interest. 
　　This strategy was most evidently deployed in Parsons’ WWII wartime activities. He spoke 
and wrote content aimed at preparing the American people for another war, by inducing fear 
of an inevitable fascist takeover if the US failed to defend itself. The threat was, according to 
Parsons, not only external, as the “culture elements” out of which German fascism had been 
born could also be identified in the US at that time; thus, the threat from within was also a 
reality. Since we now know that both sides of the war were heavily manipulated to generate 
large profits for industrial and financial elites and the powers behind them, we may observe 
that Parsons effectively acted on their behalf. In doing so, however, his emphasis was on 
“culture elements”, social chasms that can become monstrous. This strategy is also evident 
in his recommended policy for post-war Germany. He argued that the occupation policy in 
relation to Germany should concentrate on the country’s economic growth, rather than on 
reforms of a more social nature. While this was a clear means of helping to advance the agendas 
of economic elites, his stated focus was on positive social values that would flourish if his 
recommendations were implemented. We can also identify the first strategy here, since Parsons 
openly acknowledged that emphasizing social values would deflect possible criticisms on the 
part of the German people that his proposals amounted to “American ‘materialism’ and ‘money-
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consciousness’ ” (Parsons [1945]1993: 313).
　　Third, the concept of the social was used to aid the “economization” and “economicsization” 
of society. By describing the workings of various social sub-systems in economic terms, he 
provided an economic interpretation of the social, with particular categories, concepts, scripts, 
and identities that could be used to make sense, act on, and, thus, construct social reality 
in economic terms. He used the concept of the social in every sub-field as a sort of “lead in” 
to disseminate his economic worldview. A social reality that was constructed using these 
ideas would be beneficial to or, at least smooth the way for, the solidification of plutocratic 
governance.
　　As mentioned above, Parsons increasingly used economic terminology to refer to social 
relations in his post-war theory of power and politics, which seems to reflect the social 
environment of his time. When he published his first magnum opus, he had to start by defending 
economics and the modern economic order from various criticisms. By the 1950s, however, 
when SS was published, mass production and consumption society had largely revealed itself, 
and economic and financial governance structures were rapidly being consolidated. Parsons 
was now comfortable presenting his theory with rather plain economic analogies, effectively 
arguing that the social system is a conglomerate of “banking” institutions in different subfields. 
By doing so, his overarching systems theory conveyed the message that, not only within the 
economic system but also in all other sub-systems, all human social relations could ultimately 
be understood as economic relations. 
　　From the sociological perspective, the latter strategy gives the greater cause for concern, 
since it has the potential to impact profoundly the contours of the social world. It was not 
about solidifying the social evaluation of economics as the reigning social science; economics 
was well on its way, with the establishment of the “Nobel Prize” in Economics a few years later, 
when Parsons expressed his idea of a “power bank” in his paper in the mid-1960s. Instead, 
his purpose was to disseminate and normalize the worldview that interpreted “the social” and 
couched human social relationships in economic terms. While directly influencing the ordinary 
social world may not have been Parsons’ intent with regard to his academic writings, this must 
have been an important aim for him, given his understanding of the intellectual mission. 
　　This does not necessarily indicate that Buxton and Gerhardt were incorrect: Parsons 
certainly couched his agenda in the language of social values such as democracy, as Gerhardt 
showed, or social integration through the strategic use of the state apparatus, inspired by 
liberal Calvinist values and commitments, as Buxton argued. What I would like to suggest here 
is that Project Parsons may have had a deeper dimension, one that these authors did not fully 
emphasize. This third dimension was consistent with the interests of ruling plutocrats, both 
domestic and global.
　　If this interpretation is warranted, could it mean that Parsons’ activism was a consciously 
managed project? It is certainly possible that Parsons himself was genuinely concerned about 
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liberal Calvinism, American democracy, and the place of sociology in academia, out of concern 
for superior scientific knowledge and education. He may simply have been used to suit the 
agendas of the real governors. It seems highly probable that Parsons’ activism did constitute a 
conscious project of some kind, since a distinguishing feature of any project can be identified in 
his trajectory, to which we now turn.
4. Critics as Controlled Opposition 
 
　　The existence of a controlled opposition is one of the distinctive features of any project, 
and Parsons’ critics seem to have played just that role. They, in fact, assisted Project Parsons 
through their criticism of Parsonian sociology and his activism. The two examples provided 
below illustrate this point.
4.1 Abstractness and Ideology Critique
　　Criticisms levelled at Parsons during the 1950s and 1960s largely focused on his theory’s 
abstractness and its ideological conservatism, as summarized in the work of Alvin Gouldner 
(Gouldner 1970). Buxton perceptively pointed out that there is a tension between these two 
lines of criticism. A truly abstract theory, by definition, should not be capable of influencing 
society in a meaningful way. It is certainly valid to criticize an abstract theory on the grounds 
that excessive abstractness will compromise the theory’s ability to properly explain the nature 
of the social world it is supposed to describe. However, it is futile to criticize an inconsequential 
theory for its conservative undertone. Ideological criticism presupposes that the theory in 
question can have a real impact on society, an important aspect of which is social consciousness. 
In the case of a truly abstract theory, however, this presupposition cannot hold (Buxton 1985: 
8-11).
　　Yet, in light of what we have seen in relation to Parsons’ activism, these criticisms seem 
to have fulfilled a different role. Although both lines of criticism are actually at odds with one 
another, they would each have assisted his project in materializing, rather than undermining 
it, since they could, in effect, camouflage what Project Parsons sought to achieve. In addition 
to shielding it against more acute criticisms, they seem to have diverted attention to its 
largely inconsequential intellectual effort. Since the discipline of sociology had come to hold 
a reasonably legitimate place in academic apparatus due, to a considerable extent, to Parsons’ 
work, those who were socially oriented and who wished to contribute to the enhancement of 
knowledge as well as society were attracted to the manufactured debates within academia, and 
were thus diverted from real issues. In this reading, the alienation of sociological theory from 
social reality itself may be construed as another form of activism on a whole new level. 
東京女子大学社会学年報　第 7号／ 2019
67
4.2 “A Nazi Sympathizer” Criticism
　　In the late 1980s, some ten years after Parsons’ death, another major criticism was 
raised: he was alleged to have harbored sympathies for Nazi Germany, having helped a Nazi 
collaborator, Nicholas Poppe, to enter the US as a Soviet studies expert, with the assistance of 
the Russian Research Center (RRC) at Harvard University during the late 1940s. This allegation 
was based on letters that Parsons had written to Klyde Kluckhohn, the then Head of RRC, during 
Parsons’ trip to Germany in 1948. One letter contained the words “our friend Poppe” and, 
according to Charles O’Connell who conducted extensive research into Harvard Soviet studies 
during this time, Parsons did engage in some intelligence work (O’Connell 1990). 
　　According to Martin Oppenheimer, “[t]he sociological establishment then circled the wagons 
to protect Parsons”. Oppenheimer posed the rhetorical question, “What harm would it do to 
satisfy historical objectivity nearly 50 years later?” (Oppenheimer 1997). His comment seems 
to be another misdirection suggesting that the connections between power structure networks, 
“top” universities, and intelligence were a thing of the past, and that what necessitated it was the 
historical backdrop of the Cold War. This example demonstrates that disputes between Parsons’ 
critics and defenders had the effect of narrowing our attention to a specific instance during a 
specific period of Parsons’ life, thereby deflecting attention from the possibility that his entire 
career might have been a conscious project. What we now know about the so-called Cold War 
lends support to this interpretation.
　　These examples suggest the possibility that Parsons’ critics may be viewed as controlled 
opposition to Project Parsons; that is, they may also have been part of the same project. Parsons 
gained more than he lost by being thus criticized. This interpretation is not entirely without 
plausibility, given that those critics also appear to have been connected with immense wealth in 
one way or another, much like Parsons was himself.
　　Another curious fact also points to the possibility that Project Parsons was an intentionally 
managed project. Below are some of the covers of Parsons-related books (Figure 1): some are 
anthologies of his writings, and others are secondary literature on Parsons. Although one’s 
appearance certainly changes with age over time, some characteristics should not change quite 
so dramatically: it appears that several different individuals are featured as Talcott Parsons. If 
so, what is the meaning of this? One possibility is that these individuals were those who fronted 
Project Parsons, just like all those figures we now know were the front men and women for 
various projects aimed at controlling society in one way or another. 
東京女子大学社会学年報　第 7号／ 2019
68
Figure 1: Different Faces of Project Parsons?
5. Concluding Remarks: The Mission of Sociology
　　It appears that various situations are becoming far worse than they were in Parsons’ time. 
Current academic research and discourse cannot help but play into the hands of our governors, 
almost by definition, in that they cannot help reinforcing false dichotomies and other mind-
shaping projects, while those who are diligently producing them are most likely not even aware 
of this. Revisiting Parsons makes it clear once again that sociology’s task is to overcome the 
various forms of misdirection at play and to reclaim the concept of the social. The social is not 
just a descriptive concept: it also carries a normative aspect. A society is a network of human 
relationships that binds us together as groups of individuals who care about one another and 
their communities. However, taking Parsons as an example, it appears that the concept has been 
misappropriated and misused from the earliest days of our discipline. If the concept of the social 
has been used to misdirect us, we should strive to reclaim it and imbue it with the meaning that 
it deserves.
　　As a significant step toward this goal, we should continue to examine how sociology 
has collaborated with the misuse of, and manipulation by, the concept of the social, however 
daunting and disheartening a task it may be. This process must involve an extensive 
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reconsideration of our assumptions, values, and sociological perspectives, most of which are 
likely to have been significantly influenced by what has been sold to us as ordinary social actors. 
However, reflection and self-awareness are not enough. If we understand sociology’s mission 
as not only describing and analyzing the social but as also creating and nurturing it as its self-
nominated guardian, more is required. To counter manipulative and corrupting influences, the 
various possibilities whereby the concept of the social can be positively interpreted and lived in 
ways true to its potential should be explored ever more vigorously. Sociology can then realize 
its ideals in helping us to reinvent ourselves as social beings, sharing the beauty and joy of the 
social with others.
References
Buxton, William, 1985, Talcott Parsons and the Capitalist Nation-State: Political Sociology as a 
Strategic Vocation, Toronto: University of Toronto Press.
Gerhardt, Uta, 1993, Talcott Parsons on National Socialism, London: Routledge.
――――, 2002, Talcott Parsons: An Intellectual Biography, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.
Gouldner, Alvin, 1970, The Coming Crisis in Western Sociology, New York: Basic Books.
Mills, Charles Wright, 1956, The Power Elite,  New York: Oxford University Press.
O’Connell, Charles Thomas, 1990, “Social Structure and Science: Soviet Studies at Harvard,” 
Ph.D. dissertation, University of California, Berkeley. 
Oppenheimer, Martin, 1997, “Social Scientists and War Criminals,” New Politics , 6(3): 77-87 
(http://nova.wpunj.edu/newpolitics/issue23/oppenh23.htm, accessed 2-27-2019).
Parsons, Talcott, 1937, The Structure of Social Action: A Study in Social Theory with Special 
Reference to a Group of Recent European Writers , New York: McGraw-Hill.
――――, [1940]1993, “Memorandum: The Development of Groups and Organizations 
Amenable to Use against American Institutions and Foreign Policy and Possible Measure 
of Prevention,” reprinted in Uta Gerhardt, Talcott Parsons on National Socialism, London: 
Routledge, 101-30.
――――, [1941]1993, “Sociological Reflections on the United States in Relation to the European 
War,” unpublished, reprinted in Uta Gerhardt, Talcott Parsons on National Socialism, 
London: Routledge, 189-202.
――――, [1942]1964, “Propaganda and Social Control”, Psychiatry 5(4): 551-72, reprinted in 
Essays in Sociological Theory.
――――, [1945]1993, “The Problem of Controlled Institutional Change: An Essay in Applied 
Social Science,” Psychiatry , 8(1): 79-101, reprinted in Uta Gerhardt, Talcott Parsons on 
National Socialism, London: Routledge, 291-324.
――――, 1951, The Social System, New York: Free Press.
――――, [1957]1969, “The Distribution of Power in American Society,” World Politics 10: 123-
東京女子大学社会学年報　第 7号／ 2019
70
43, reprinted in Politics and Social Structure, 185-203.
――――, 1964a, Essays in Sociological Theory, paperback edition, New York: Free Press.
――――, 1964b, “Some Reflections on the Place of Force in Social Process,” in Harry Eckstein 
ed., Internal War: Problems and Approaches, New York: Free Press of Glencoe, 33-70.
――――, 1969, Politics and Social Structure, New York: Free Press.
Wiener, Ron, 1989, “Talcott Parsons’ Role: Bringing Nazi Sympathizers to the U.S.,” The Nation, 
March.
